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 Many universities and other educational facilities have opened the doors to a new 
way of teaching, on-line learning. On-line courses have become as common to some 
educational facilities as traditional classroom led instruction.  Since this new way of 
teaching and learning has emerged within education, many adult learners may have 
interesting views how on-line learning is approached and delivered.  This research study 
will look at the perceptions of adult learners in an on-line course at the University of 
Wisconsin-Stout. 
 The research analyzes the perceptions of the adult learners in an Advanced 
Psychology of Learning course offered at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. The study 
included an on-line survey instrument to the students enrolled in a summer 2003 session 
of the course. The study evaluates and determines that the majority of the students  
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enrolled in the course were able to learn at the same level or above what a classroom 
environment would offer to them. The majority of the students felt their learning  
objectives, as well as the learning objectives of the course, were met. Suggestions for 
areas of further study of on-line courses were determined based upon the results of this 
research. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
The University of Wisconsin-Stout is a four-year state university located in 
Menomonie, Wisconsin. It is part of the University of Wisconsin System schools, which 
includes such universities as The University of Wisconsin-Madison and the University of 
Wisconsin-Eau Claire. The university includes undergraduate, minor, specializations, 
graduate programs. 
Many universities and other educational facilities have opened the doors to a new 
way of teaching, on-line learning. On-line courses have become as common to some 
educational facilities as traditional classroom led instruction.  Since this new way of 
teaching and learning has emerged within education, many adult learners may have 
interesting views how on-line learning is approached and delivered.   
This chapter will provide a look at this new learning method.  It will present the 
problem statement being addressed in this field study, provide the objectives of the 
research and describe the significance of the study.  This chapter will also include the 
research methodology used to complete the study at the University of Wisconsin-Stout 
limitations of the chosen study and assumptions made during the study will also be 
addressed. 
Educational facilities have taken a pro-active approach to developing other 
methods of teaching courses. On-line classes are just one of these methods. But how does 
an adult learner perceive the delivery and over-all learning experience? The researcher 
will address this issue in this field problem. 
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On-line courses can be directly attributed to the development and growth of the 
Internet. The Internet emerged through a series of developments in the academics, 
governmental, and information technology communities. According to the World 
Almanac & Book of Facts (2003), 166 million Americans had access to the Internet from 
their homes in early 2002. Students today are exposed to the Internet at such a young age. 
They develop the skills and knowledge necessary to ‘surf’ the web freely.  
Many colleges and universities are taking advantage of their students’ early 
exposure to the Internet, and offering on-line courses. The University of Wisconsin-Stout 
currently offers on-line courses every semester. According to the 2001-2002 University 
of Wisconsin-Stout Annual Report, in 2001-2002 student enrollment in on-line courses 
increased from 2,368 to 6,432.  An on-line course may be the preferred method of 
instruction for a distance education student or it may be perfect for that student who is 
unable to fit an instructor version of the course into their schedule. 
Problem Statement 
The purpose of this field study was to research the current perceptions of adult 
learners in a chosen course at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. 
Research Objectives 
The objectives of this study were as follows: 
1. To define the perception of adult learners in the Psychology of the Adult Learner 
on-line class at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. 
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2. Determine with the chosen adult learners if their learning needs were met with 
this method of instruction. 
3. To identify benefits related to an on-line method of instruction. 
Significance of the Study 
The University of Wisconsin-Stout is a technologically advanced university that 
believes in excelling in the education industry. Other universities have advanced their 
undergraduate and graduate programs to an on-line accredited program, including Stout. 
Stout should continue to determine whether or not their current on-line courses are as 
effective as their instructor led courses. The on-line courses should meet or exceed adult 
learners’ expectations and the courses’ set objectives and curriculum. 
Methodology 
A review of literature was conducted on adult learning methods as well as on the 
impact that on-line courses have on their students. 
The researcher conducted a survey of an on-line graduate course at the University 
of Wisconsin-Stout to determine the perception of the adult learners in the course. 
Limitations 
The limitations of this study were: 
1. The survey was limited to only one of the on-line courses that the University 
of Wisconsin-Stout delivers. 
2. The study was limited to graduate students, as the class is a graduate level 
only course. 
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3. The study did not include the current perceptions of adult learners in an 
instructor-led course at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. 
Assumptions 
The assumptions of this study are: 
1. The University of Wisconsin-Stout will continue to offer on-line courses 
students. 
2. The responses of the survey were true of each individual responder. 
Definitions 
On-line Learning – learning that utilizes the World Wide Web or Internet to gain access 
to course materials and/or instructors. Online simply means one computer connected with 
another computer. (Lilly, 2002 p.1). 
Specializations – option to students to earn additional competence in a desired area.  
Chapter two will provide a review of literature, which will include information 
about on-line learning, as well as the impact of on-line towards its learners. 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
This review of literature provides information about on-line learning courses. It 
will begin with a discussion of what on-line learning is and how it incorporates adult 
learning principles. The second half of the review will focus on the impact that on-line 
learning has on its learners, including the benefits and trends. 
Definition of On-Line Learning 
On-line learning is a “multi-facetted and relatively recent innovation, with a 
substantive and rapidly growing presence in higher education”(Curran, 2001 p.113). On-
line learning has been developed using the Internet and other means of 
telecommunications. It is known as an area of learning that provides “high-speed access 
to knowledge and information” (PrimeLearning.com, 2001 p. 2). The learning 
environment allows students to use a wide range of delivery methods such as web-based 
courseware, discussion groups, teleconference, video, audio, and mentoring.  It also 
allows self-directed, self-paced, just in time, and on-demand instruction on any topic at 
any time. Students are able to access their virtual classroom at any time, day or night, 
making the on-line environment flexible with the student’s lifestyle and needs. 
“E-learning is a paradigm shift in the way education is viewed and delivered. At 
the beginning of the new millennium, corporations view learning increasingly as a 
competitive weapon rather than an annoying cost factor. Business success 
depends more on high-quality employee performance, which in turn requires 
high-quality training.  Corporate executives are beginning to understand that 
enhancing employee skills is key to creating a sustainable competitive advantage. 
In the quest to remain competitive in today’s labor-tight market, companies are 
exploiting advances in technology to train employees more rapidly, more 
effectively, and at less expense than in the past” (PrimeLearning.com, 2001 p. 2). 
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Colleges and universities are following suit when it comes to moving toward an 
on-line way of learning. This way of learning allows students to stay competitive and up 
to date with the many changes that happen within industries today. According to Lilly 
(2002), it is anticipated that 90 percent of all colleges and universities will have at least 
one course on-line by 2005. On-line learning students are trained through on-line courses 
at a faster rate than some traditional learning methods. One reason is that well-designed 
on-line courses will incorporate teaching methods and philosophies that enhance the mix 
of interactive media. 
Adult Learning Principles 
The advancement of technology does not address the issue of how and why 
people learn. “Studies have shown that dropout rates for self-paced learning run 50%-
60% “(Lilly, 2002 p.5). The learner in this type of environment may feel overwhelmed by 
the information given and the way the information was explained. An article in the 
Journal of Continuing Education in the Health Professions (2002), described four 
fundamental assumptions about adult learners: 
1. Has an independent self-concept and can direct his/her own learning. 
2. Has accumulated a reservoir of life experiences that is a rich resource for 
learning. 
3. Has learning needs closely related to changing social roles 
4. Is problem centered and interested in immediate application of knowledge. 
Adult learners are self-directed in their learning, whereas a child learner is 
dependent upon the instructor. Adult learners take responsibility for their learning. 
           7 
The Experimental Learning Cycle is a method of instructing adult learners. This cycle 
shown in Figure 1, aids both an instructor and adult learner in the learning process. It is 
designed to help instructors maintain an effective learning mindset, and aid the learner 
“by using probing questions and provocative questions to help them draw the correct 
conclusions, build correct mental models and formulate a plan for the next similar 
experience” (Harrelson and Leaver-Dunn, 2002 p. 23).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Experiencing is the active part of the cycle. It signifies the experience that will be 
developed through the rest of the cycle. The next step in the cycle is publishing. This step 
allows learners to share what they did, thought and saw during the experience step. 
Learners will next be able to generate information that has been gained through the 
publishing and processing steps. This will enable the learner to comprehend future tasks 
and experiences. In the processing step, learners will begin to understand the information 
given in the previous steps. This step will also aid in the continued learning process, 
allowing learners to agree or disagree with the learned information. And finally, the  
 
Experiencing 
Publishing 
Generalizing 
Processing 
Applying 
Chart 1 
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applying step allows learners to absorb the information from the previous steps. Applying 
focuses on what the learner has learned and what they will do differently in the future. 
This model allows learners to reflect on past personal experiences and develop new 
methods of learning. The model also allows the learner to become proactive in their 
learning process. 
The Impact of On-Line Learning 
 The evolution of the personal computer and the Internet play a key role in the 
development of on-line learning. This method of instruction has many benefits, which 
include (Grensing-Pophal, 2002): 
1. Saving money on training/instruction 
2. Convenient access 
3. Information is accessible to learners 
4. Participating with a group, but also independently 
5. Offers consistency in content/delivery 
Although, the benefits to on-line learning are great, not all educational institutions have 
embraced this method. Some reasons for this barrier include: 
1. Computer systems 
2. Varying learning preferences 
3. Content 
4. Ease of use 
(1) Computer systems- some educational institutions may not have the system support 
and computer application materials, to conduct effective on-line learning courses.  
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(2) Varying learning preferences- the role of the adult learner may have an impact on the 
development of an on-line course. Adult learners are diverse in their experiences and 
background; this means that a variety of learning styles may be needed to create a course. 
(3) Content- some courses may not be effective as an on-line class. A course on sales 
skills may require direct interaction among participants. The development of an on-line 
course needs to consider the content and deliver method. (4) Ease of use- not all courses 
are created the same. One instructor may have a different teaching philosophy than 
another, so one equal on-line course may not be effective for all. 
 On-line learning is on the rise and there are many reasons for this development. 
First, on-line learning allows new ways for students to participate in a course. It allows 
the learner to take the course from wherever they may be located, as well as with their 
own schedule. Second, on-line learning allows educational institutions to educate a 
greater number of students with fewer instructors. This can provide a cost-effective 
means of education for the institution. Lastly, on-line learning allows students to continue 
their educational goals and develop lasting lifelong learning opportunities (Belanger & 
Jordan, 2000). 
Summary 
 On-line learning has many benefits and trends associated with the development of 
new courses. The benefits include both the learner and educational institute providing the 
course. As on-line courses continue to be developed, instructors need to consider the 
impact and benefits that this type of learning may have on the learner. Adult learning  
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methods such as, the Experimental Learning Cycle could be used in the development 
phases of an on-line course to ensure an effective course.  
 Chapter three will explain the research design, population, instrumentation, and 
analysis used in the methodology. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH METHODS 
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this field study was to research the current perceptions of adult 
learners in a chosen course at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. During the research, the 
following objectives were accomplished: 
1. To define the perception of adult learners in the Psychology of the Adult 
Learner on-line class at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. 
2. To identify with the chosen adult learners if their learning needs were met 
with this method of instruction. 
3. To identify benefits related to an on-line method of instruction. 
This chapter illustrates the methods used during the research to satisfy the objectives 
listed above. 
Research Design 
 The design of the study was quantitative in its creation of the survey. Completed 
surveys gave indication of the adult learner’s perceptions of the on-line course. 
Population 
Twenty-two graduate students enrolled in the Advanced Psychology of Learning 
course at the University of Wisconsin-Stout and took part in the survey. Student 
participation in this survey was voluntary.  Students surveyed ranged in age from twenty 
(20) to fifty-five (55) years of age. 
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About the Course 
 The course was delivered via on-line to the students using a web-based software 
application, Blackboard. The course is for graduate level students enrolled in a variety of 
degree programs. This course design is a discussion course with focused topics on 
cognitive psychological theories and research. Students participated in daily on-line 
discussions based upon chapters within the textbook; students also submitted written 
assignments based on the textbook chapters and on-line discussions. Course assignments 
and on-line discussions were laid out over a three and a half week period. Students were 
required to be in attendance for daily on-line discussions. 
Instrumentation 
 A survey was developed and distributed to the enrolled adult learners through an 
on-line surveying tool in the summer session of 2003; using an Internet based software 
program on www.zoomerang.com. The students were able to access the website where 
the survey was posted. The survey gathered information from the learners regarding 
demographics and information pertaining to the structure and objectives of the course. To 
receive fair results from the survey, a four-point range was used to eliminate any mid-
range feedback from the students. A copy of the survey can be found in Appendix B. 
Data Analysis 
The data from the survey was collected at the end of the three and a half week course. 
The surveys were completed anonymously and voluntarily. The information from the 
surveys was gathered and calculated using the Internet surveying software. The 
researcher then analyzed the results, which are discussed in chapter four.  
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Limitations of Methodology 
The limitations to the methodology and survey included: 
1. The survey had no documented actions of validity or reliability. 
2. The sample size was limited due to the small number of graduate students 
enrolled in the selected course during the summer of 2003. 
3. The survey was limited to the graduate students enrolled in the Advanced 
Psychology of Learning on-line course. 
Chapter four will cover the results of the survey that was given to the student’s enrolled 
in the Advanced Psychology of Learning course in the summer of 2003. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 
 
This chapter details the results from the survey given to the graduate students 
enrolled in the Advanced Psychology of Learning course in the summer of 2003. The 
survey was distributed to twenty-two (22) students with a fifty-five (55) percent response 
rate. The responses from the students were used to meet the objectives of this study.  
Research Objectives 
1. To define the perception of adult learners in the Psychology of the Adult Learner 
on-line class at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. 
2. Determine with the chosen adult learners if their learning needs were met with 
this method of instruction. 
3. To identify benefits related to an on-line method of instruction. 
The following fifteen statements were used in the survey to the graduate students enrolled 
in the Advanced Psychology of Learning course.  The graphs and charts display the 
answers from the students’ responses.  Respondents answered the statements based on 
their personal feelings toward the course. Four choices were given to the respondents: 
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Agree and Strongly Agree. 
Presenting the Findings 
 
Statement One: On-line classes scare me. 
 
This statement focused on the students’ feelings toward an on-line course. The results 
show that thirty-three (33) percent strongly disagreed with this statement, forty-two (42) 
percent disagreed, twenty-five (25) percent agreed, and not one of the students strongly 
agreed with this statement. 
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Statement Two: I am comfortable completing assignments through web, via email 
and/or using a web-based classroom such as blackboard. 
This statement was created to determine the students’ level of comfort within an on-line 
course, using such software as blackboard. The results show that no student’s strongly 
disagreed with the statement, while seventeen (17) percent disagreed with the statement, 
thirty-three (33) percent agreed with the statement, and fifty (50) percent strongly agreed 
with the statement. 
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Question Three: I am comfortable using a web-based classroom and finding my way 
throughout the website. 
33% 
42% 
25% 
0%
0% 
17% 
33% 
50% 
Chart 2
Chart 3 
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This statement focused on the respondents’ comfort levels within an on-line or web-based 
classroom. The statement determined the respondents’ thoughts on navigating through 
the on-line classroom environment. The responses show that not one of the respondents 
strongly disagreed with the statement. Eight (8) percent disagreed with the statement, 
sixty-seven (67) percent agreed with the statement, and twenty-five (25) percent strongly 
agreed with the statement. 
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Statement Four: I prefer to sit in a classroom environment rather than an on-line 
class environment. 
This statement questioned the respondents’ preference to a classroom environment or an 
on-line environment. The responses show that not one of the respondents strongly 
disagreed with the statement. Twenty-five (25) percent disagreed with the statement, fifty 
(50) percent agreed with the statement, and seventeen (17) percent strongly agreed with 
the statement. 
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Statement Five: I felt the overall course structure was effective for my personal 
learning style. 
This statement questioned the respondents’ personal learning style. It was developed to 
determine if the students’ needs were met given their learning style. The results show that 
eight (8) percent strongly disagreed with this statement, twenty-five (25) percent 
disagreed, fifty (50) percent agreed, and seventeen (17) percent of the students strongly 
agreed with this statement. 
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Question Six: I felt my personal objectives for the course were met. 
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This statement was created to determine if the students’ personal learning objectives for 
the course were met. The results show that no students strongly disagreed with the 
statement, while eight (8) percent disagreed with the statement, fifty-eight (58) percent 
agreed with the statement, and thirty-three (33) percent strongly agreed with the 
statement. 
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Question Seven: I felt that the objectives the instructor set for the class were met. 
 
This statement questioned the respondents’ thoughts on if the objectives set by the 
instructor were met or not. The responses show that not one of the respondents strongly 
disagreed with the statement. Eight (8) percent disagreed with the statement, thirty-three 
(33) percent agreed with the statement, and fifty-eight (58) percent strongly agreed with 
the statement. 
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Question Eight: I prefer providing feedback to the instructor via email. 
This statement focused on the respondents’ preference in methods of providing feedback 
to the instructor. The responses show that eight (8) percent of the respondents strongly 
disagreed with the statement. Thirty-three (33) percent disagreed with the statement, 
twenty-five (25) percent agreed with the statement, and thirty-three (33) percent strongly 
agreed with the statement. 
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Question Nine: I felt the overall ease of communication for the course was excellent 
and met my expectations. 
This statement was created to determine if students’ expectations were met in the area of 
communication. The results show that no student’s strongly disagreed with the statement, 
while seventeen (17) percent disagreed with the statement, forty-two (42) percent agreed 
with the statement, and forty-two (42) percent strongly agreed with the statement. 
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Question Ten: I felt the teaching style of the on-line course met my personal 
learning style.  
This statement questioned the respondent’s thoughts on if the teaching style of the 
instructor met their personal learning style. The responses show that not one of the 
respondents strongly disagreed with the statement. Eighteen (18) percent disagreed with 
the statement, thirty-six (36) percent agreed with the statement, and forty-five (45) 
percent strongly agreed with the statement. 
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Question Eleven: I prefer talking to people in person rather than communicating 
through a chat room on the web. 
This statement questioned the respondents’ preferred method of communicating. It was 
developed to determine the individual’s preferred method of communication in a course. 
The responses show that not one of the respondents strongly disagreed with the 
statement. Thirty-three (33) percent disagreed with the statement, seventeen (17) percent 
agreed with the statement, and fifty (50) percent strongly agreed with the statement. 
0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
Percent
1
Responses
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
 
 
Question Twelve: I am comfortable doing course work through an on-line course. 
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This statement focused on the respondents’ comfort level in relation to completing 
assignments through an on-line course. The responses show that not one of the 
respondents strongly disagreed with the statement. Twenty-five (25) percent disagreed 
with the statement, fifty (50) percent agreed with the statement, and twenty-five (25) 
percent strongly agreed with the statement. 
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Question Thirteen: What is your age? 
This question was developed to assess the age demographics of the respondents from the 
survey. The responses indicate thirty-three (33) percent of the participants from the 
survey are in the 20 – 25 age category, while seventeen (17) percent are in the 26 – 30, 
twenty-five (25) percent are categorized in the 31 – 35 category. Also, eight (8) percent 
are in the 36 – 40, eight (8) percent in the 46 – 50, and eight (8) percent in the 51-55 age 
category. 
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Under 20 Years Old 0% 
20 – 25 Years Old 33% 
26 – 30 Years Old 17% 
31 – 35 Years Old 25% 
36 – 40 Years Old 8% 
41 – 45 Years Old 0% 
46 – 50 Years Old 8% 
51 – 55 Years Old 8% 
56 and older 0% 
 
Question Fourteen: What is your gender? 
This question was created to focus on the gender demographics of the respondents. There 
was a total of eighty-three (83) percent of females, and seventeen (17) percent of males 
who completed the survey. 
 
 
Question Fifteen: I have taken an on-line class before. 
The last question was developed to indicate the respondents experience with on-line 
classes. The responses were split half and half.  Fifty (50) percent of the respondents had 
taken an on-line class before, while the other fifty (50) percent indicated this was their 
first on-line course. 
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Chapter five will include a summary, conclusion, and recommendations for future on-line 
courses at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. The chapter will apply the survey results to 
develop the recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 5 
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Introduction 
 
The purpose of this field study was to research the current perceptions of adult 
learners in a chosen course at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. 
Research Objectives 
The objectives of this study were as follows: 
1. To define the perception of adult learners in the Psychology of the Adult Learner 
on-line class at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. 
2. Determine with the chosen adult learners if their learning needs were met with 
this method of instruction. 
3. To identify benefits related to an on-line method of instruction. 
In this final chapter, the research results are summarized, the conclusion of the study is 
stated, the limitations to the study are given, and recommendations for future studies are 
offered. 
Summary of Research Procedures 
This study began with an introduction to the problem and a review of literature, 
which provided information about on-line learning courses. It began with a discussion of 
what on-line learning is and how it incorporates adult learning principles. The second half 
of the review focused on the impact that on-line learning has on its learners, including the 
benefits and trends. The review of literature also allowed the researcher to verify the 
research objectives stated in Chapter One. A survey of twenty-two (22) graduate students 
was designed to determine the students’ perception of the on-line Advanced Psychology  
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of Learning course offered at the University of Wisconsin – Stout. The surveys were 
delivered to the students via a web-based on-line survey. A total of fifty-five (55) percent 
responded to the survey. Upon receipt of the survey, the researcher tabulated the results. 
Conclusions 
This study resulted in three major conclusions: 
1. The Advanced Psychology of Learning enabled the students to partake in a 
different type of on-line course. It allowed the students to access a web-based 
classroom, lead, and participate in a simulated lecture style environment via the 
web. This also allowed the students to get a feel for maneuvering through an on-
line course. 
2. Fifty (50) percent and seventeen (17) percent of the students either agreed or 
strongly agreed that the overall course structure was effective for their personal 
learning style. This indicates that the majority of the students’ different learning 
styles were met with the development of this on-line course. 
3. Fifty (50) percent of the students surveyed have taken an on-line course before. 
While the remaining fifty (50) percent stated that this on-line course was their 
first. Overall both the experienced on-line course students and new on-line course 
students felt the overall format, performance objectives, and design 
complemented their learning needs. 
Limitations 
 There were three principle limitations for this study. The first limitation was 
defined by the selection of only one of the on-line courses that the University of   
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Wisconsin-Stout delivers. Due to the large number of on-line courses that the University 
of Wisconsin-Stout offers, one on-line course was selected for simplicity. The researcher 
could have included a variety of on-line courses to determine adult learners’ perceptions. 
The second limitation, the study was limited to graduate students, as the class is a 
graduate level only course. The number of students eligible to partake in the study was 
limited due to the course being offered only to graduate students at the University of 
Wisconsin-Stout. The researcher could have surveyed an on-line course that included 
graduate and undergraduate students. 
The third limitation was that the study did not include the current perceptions of 
adult learners in a traditional classroom led course at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. 
The researcher could have included a traditional classroom led course to compare adult 
learners’ perceptions of the two courses. 
Recommendations 
The following recommendations can be made based on the results of the study: 
1. Set clear and concise performance objectives for on-line courses. This enables 
students to take responsibility for their own learning by setting the ground rules. 
2. Continue to monitor and survey current on-line courses to determine if the 
intended audience is satisfied with the construction and layout of the on-line 
course. 
3. Continue to incorporate a variety of adult learning methods and techniques into 
the on-line class. This will enable a variety of learning styles to be included in the 
successes of the course. 
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4. Conduct a comparison analysis of student’s learning outcomes for an on-line and 
a traditional classroom led course. 
This research analyzed the perceptions of the adult learners in an Advanced Psychology 
of Learning course offered at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. The study included an 
on-line survey instrument to the students enrolled in a summer 2003 session of the 
course. Based upon survey results, the majority of the students’ felt their learning 
objectives, as well as the learning objectives of the course, were met. The researcher 
recommends additional research and/or studies of on-line courses, to determine its direct 
impact on the variety of adult learners. 
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